Beyond Lechmere Northwest Corridor Planning Project 
Public Meeting 


East End House 
Cambridge, MA 


October 13, 2004 
Minutes 


Introductions 
Barbara Broussard, East Cambridge Planning Team (ECPT), opened the meeting at 7PM 
and conducted some ECPT business. 


Joe Cosgrove, MBTA Director of Planning, began the MBTA portion of the 
meeting at 7:10 PM. He thanked the East Cambridge Planning Committee for hosting the 
meeting. He then asked the project team to introduce themselves (see Attendance). 


Project Overview 


Mr. Cosgrove said that the Beyond Lechmere Northwest Corridor Planning Project is a 
study to look at bringing transit improvements to the corridor. He noted that the study 
has a long history and is part of the environmental mitigation commitments associated 
with the Big Dig Project. Since those commitments were originally made, there has been 
a change in the financial structure of the MBTA so the funding of this project remains 
questionable. In the meantime, the MBTA has decided to better define the project in 
order to improve the case for funding at a federal level. He said that the purpose of this 
meeting was to identify the transportation problems residents currently experience. 


Planning Process 


Mike McArdle, VHB, then provided an overview of the planning process. First, he 
reviewed the study area. He said the goal of the project was to define the transit option 
that best enhances mobility and air quality. He explained that currently, the project is in 
Phase | of the Alternatives Analysis (AA). 


This phase includes looking at a wide variety of transit options. Mr. McArdle 
explained that these options will then be narrowed down through a two-tiered process. 
The Tier 1 evaluation will be a qualitative analysis, and Tier 2 will take a more 
quantitative approach (using data such as travel times and ridership modeling). Mr. 
McArdle said that categories for Tier 1 screening include state and federal criteria such 
as: environmental considerations, system capacity, access to vital areas such as 
employment centers, mobility, compatibility with land use, environmental justice, cost, 
and constructability. Tier 1 screening will narrow the alternatives to a reasonable 
number. These alternatives will be carried into Tier 2 screening, where they will be 


compared against a Baseline alternative. Once Tier 2 screening is completely, a locally 
preferred alternative will be identified. 


Alternatives 


Jan Okolowicz, PB, said that the project team was going to present nine conceptual 
alternatives for potential transit service in the corridor. These alternatives will be carried 
into the Tier 1 Screening. Handouts that showed the alternatives were distributed to 
attendees. Mr. Okolowicz noted that the numbering of the Alternatives (1, 2, 3 and 4) 
does not reflect any preference or ranking. 


Mr. Okolowicz then presented the range of alternatives. He said that the 
alternatives are focused on using the existing MBTA rights of way in the study area, 
notably the New Hampshire Main Line (or Lowell Line) and the Fitchburg Line. These 
lines are presently used for commuter rail service, although there are no station stops in 
Somerville. Mr. Okolowicz asked for a show of hands by attendees who presently use 
some form of MBTA bus, rail transit or commuter rail service. A majority of those in 
attendance raised their hands. He said that the alternatives are based on operating Green 
Line light rail service, Bus Rapid Transit service akin to the Silver Line and Commuter 
Rail service. He noted that the alternatives that pertain to the Lowell Line rail corridor 
through Somerville and Medford now depict a northern terminus in the vicinity of the 
West Medford commuter rail station. This represents a northward extension beyond the 
Medford Hillside area that had been mentioned at previous meetings. He said that the 
northward extension of the corridor raises some design and operational issues in terms of 
grade crossings at West Medford and bridging over the Mystic Valley Parkway (Route 
60). The extensions would begin at the new relocated Lechmere Green Line station, to 
be situated on the north side of the Monsignor O’Brien Highway. Mr. Okolowicz 
commented that the details of the exact alignment from the new Lechmere Station 
northward through the so-called “Yard 8” and onto the Lowell Line have yet to be 
resolved. The MBTA operations staff would like a new Green Line storage yard 
constructed somewhere in the vicinity of new Lechmere station, so as to alleviate the lack 
of such capacity for existing operations. Expansion of Green Line service would 
reinforce the need for such a facility. “Yard 8” is a possible site for such a facility. He 
also noted that intermediate station locations are shown to illustrate the typical station 
spacing and general locations. This will be sufficient for performing the ridership 
forecasts. Specific station locations and designs will be addressed in more detail, as the 
alternatives are refined. Mr. Okolowicz noted that new Green Line terminal points would 
not require the old fashioned loop tracks for turning trolley cars that presently exist at 
Lechmere station due to the double-ended design of contemporary Green Line trains. 

Mr. Okolowicz also noted that the maps depicting the alternatives also show the proposed 
Urban Ring Project Phase routes. These consist of BRT routes and commuter rail 
stations at Union Square and Gilman Square. He said that the status of the Urban Ring 
Project Phase 2 is somewhat uncertain at this time. If some pertinent Urban Ring 
component does not materialize, notably the commuter rail stations, then they could be 
programmed into this project. 


An attendee asked if this project assumed that the new Lechmere Station is 


funded and planned. Mr. Cosgrove said all alternatives assume the relocations of 
Lechmere Station. He noted that the MBTA had previously signed an agreement with 
Guilford and the North Point developers. This agreement gave the developers five years 
to plan and build the new station (November 2005). He said it was apparent that this 
deadline would not be met, and that issue would need to be addressed. 


Alternative la: Green Line Lechmere-Medford 

This alternative would provide an extension of the Green Line from Lechmere 
northwards along the MBTA’s Lowell Line terminating in the vicinity of the 
existing West Medford commuter rail station. Two grade crossings in the vicinity 
of the West Medford station, at High and Canal Streets, would then be traversed 
by both standard railroad trains and light rail vehicles. This would complicate 
grade crossing designs and traffic impacts. As an option, the Green Line could 
end just south of the High Street crossing at West Medford station. 


Alternative 1b: Green Line Lechmere-Medford (via Union Square) 

This alternative would provide an extension of the Green Line from Lechmere 
westward to Union Square along the MBTA’s Fitchburg Line into Union Square, 
then northwards via a new deep bore tunnel under Union Square and Prospect 
Hill, and joining the Lowell Line right-of-way near School Street. The route 
would then continue northwards to West Medford. The cost and complexity of 
constructing a tunnel from Union Square and under Prospect Hill are expected to 
make this the most expensive of the alternatives now under consideration. Mr. 
Okolowicz said that a small Green Line storage and maintenance facility near 
Union Square would be required. He added that the Advisory Group had 
mentioned the possibility of using a surface route in the Somerville Avenue 
roadway center median between Lechmere and Union Square instead of the 
Fitchburg Line, and that possibility could be incorporated into design options. 


Alternative lc: Green Line Lechmere-Medford & Lechmere-Union Square 
This alternative would provide Green Line service to Union Square and West 
Medford via a two-branch operation. One branch would operate from Lechmere 
to West Medford along the Lowell Line as per Alternative la. The second branch 
would operate along the Fitchburg Line from Lechmere into a terminus at Union 
Square. As per Alternative 1b, there are options for the branch to Union Square 
including a route via Somerville Avenue and a route that enters Union Square via 
the Fitchburg Line. Mr. Okolowicz noted that this alternative is an operationally 
more difficult way of serving Union Square and West Medford than the tunnel 
option due to the two branch “split” service. 


Alternative 2a: Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) Lechmere-Medford 

This alternative would replicate Alternative 1a, using high capacity buses 
operating on a two-lane paved roadway within the railroad corridor. The BRT 
mode could alleviate the Green Line related grade crossing concerns at West 
Medford by using public streets in this area. Mr. Okolowicz said that BRT 


roadway requires a wider right-of-way than the Green Line alternatives, but the 
project team thinks there would still be sufficient space to run BRT, Commuter 
Rail, and a potential bike bath. He noted that this option provides more route 
flexibility than a fixed guideway. Under this proposed alternative, a new bus 
maintenance facility, now being planned by the MBTA for Wellington station, 
would be used for the BRT bus storage. 


Alternative 2b: BRT Lechmere-Medford w/ Green Line to Union Square 
This alternative would combine Alternative 2a and Union Square Green Line 
portion of Alternative Ic. 


Alternative 2c: BRT Lechmere-Medford (via Union Square) w/ Green Line 
to Yard 8 

This alternative would provide BRT service from Lechmere into Union Square 
along the Fitchburg Line and Somerville Avenue, in a loop-type alignment. A 
new busway would be provided between Somerville Avenue and the Fitchburg 
Line. This would essentially replicate an Urban Ring Phase 2 project route. 
Beyond Union Square, the route would utilize public streets to reach the Lowell 
Line at Gilman Square. The route would then utilize the Lowell Line right-of- 
way northwards to West Medford In addition the Green Line would be 
extended northward from Lechmere to the “Yard 8” locale, providing the 
opportunity for a station near Washington Street. 


Alternative 2d: BRT Lechmere-Union Square 

This alternative would provide a BRT routing between Lechmere and Union 
Square identical to that described for Alternative 2c. Again, this replicates a 
proposed Urban Ring service. Mr. Okolowicz noted that this alternative, and all 
BRT alternatives, would require that BRT passengers transfer to the Green Line 
at Lechmere, a perceived inconvenience which is expected to decrease ridership 
as compared to the “single seat ride” Green line alternatives. 


Alternative 3: Green Line Lechmere-Union Square w/ Commuter Rail 
Stations 

Mr. Okolowicz reviewed the current commuter rail operating regimen for the 
Lowell and Fitchburg Lines. This service is designed to accommodate passengers 
traveling inbound to Boston in the morning commute and outbound from Boston 
during the afternoon commute. Service in the “reverse commute” direction and 
during the mid-day and evening is relatively infrequent (one to two hour 
intervals). This is in conformance with MBTA commuter rail service policy. 

This alternative would provide more frequent commuter rail service 
(approximately every 10 minutes) and additional stations on the Lowell Line 
through Somerville to West Medford. This would include the use of shuttle train 
equipment operating from North Station to West Medford, similar to the enhanced 
operation now being contemplated for the Fairmount line in Dorchester and 
Readville. In order not to adversely impact existing services on the Lowell Line, 
an additional track or a series of passing sidings may need to be constructed in the 


right-of-way to accommodate the services. Mr. Okolowicz noted that the track 
and station layouts would have to be developed so as to accommodate freight 
trains in this line. Also, MBTA Railroad Operations has expressed an interest in 
having enhanced service on this line between North Station and the Anderson 
Regional Transportation Center in Woburn. 


e Alternative 4: Transportation Systems Management 
Mr. Okolowicz then presented the Transportation Systems Management (TSM) 
alternative. He explained that the federal government (specifically the Federal 
Transit Administration — FTA) looks at the TSM alternative in addition to the 
capital -intensive “build” alternatives to see how the operation of the existing 
system can be improved without large capital improvements. These 
improvements are supposed to parallel (or “shadow’’) the services that are 
contemplated for the build alternatives. The build alternatives are then typically 
measured against this TSM (or Baseline) alternative, an evaluation process that is 
carried through the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) and New Starts 
processes. Mr. Okolowicz said that the existing services for this project consist of 
the MBTA’s bus services. He noted that many constraints were at work when 
devising the TSM bus improvements alternative, including narrow and one-way 
streets, on-street parking and hilly topography. The proposed TSM alternative 
also will include an extension of the #85 bus route to Medford Square and provide 
a connection to Kendall Square. It also includes a new circulator route feeding 
into Davis Square from the northwest, operating along Somerville Avenue, North 
Street, Boston Avenue and College Avenue. The frequency of service is proposed 
to be increased on Route 101 Malden — Sullivan Station, Route 88 Clarendon Hill 
— Lechmere via Highland Ave, and Route 87 Arlington Center / Clarendon Hill — 
Lechmere via Somerville Ave. 


Questions and Answers 
Mr. Cosgrove then opened the meeting to public questions and comments. 


An attendee asked if Alternatives 1 and 2 contained commuter rail stations in 
Union Square. Mr. Okolowicz again noted that all alternatives incorporate elements of 
the MBTA Urban Ring Project Phase 2, including commuter rail stations at Sullivan, 
Gilman, and Union Squares. 


Bob Travers asked how Cambridge residents would be able to access the new 
Lechmere Station, located on the other side of McGrath Highway. Mr. Okolowicz noted 
that an elevated pedestrian walkway structure to get over the highway will likely be 
addressed as part of the station design. Mr. Cosgrove agreed. Mr. Travers also asked 
how the recent elimination of a [unspecified] bridge would affect this project. Mr. 
Okolowicz said that he was aware of only one recent bridge removal, that of the so-called 
“Red Bridge” leading to Yard 8 passing over the Fitchburg Line. This bridge had been 
removed during the Democratic National Convention commuter rail service “outage” for 
purpose of realigning the Fitchburg Line tracks in this area. He noted that a new structure 


would have probably been needed in any case because the original truss bridge was not 
suitable for Green Line trains. 


Mary Ann Donofrio asked why the proposed Green Line storage facility had to be 
located in East Cambridge with its potential for creating noise, and suggested Medford as 
a possible location because it was the terminus of the project. Mr. Okolowicz 
emphasized that the facility would strictly be used for overnight storage, not heavy 
maintenance or repairs. He added that having trains stored overnight on this end of the 
line would make it less necessary to move trains up the line from Boston at around 4 AM 
in order to be in position for starting inbound service. Mr. Cosgrove said that other 
potential storage locations would also be examined. 


Elvie Reyes, North Point resident, said that working people and students prefer a 
Rapid Transit service in comparison to Commuter Rail due to its affordability and less 
transfers. She asked if these preferences would be included in the analysis. Mr. 
Okolowicz said that the ridership analysis of the Central Transportation Planning Staff 
(CTPS) does not give more weight to one mode of transportation over another based on 
the type of equipment, but noted that issues such as service frequency, fares and transfer 
penalties are incorporated in the ridership forecasting process. 


Rae Stiening asked why the Green Line alternative had to go through Lechmere 
instead of proceeding directly to North Station, where a transfer to other Green Line 
trains or the Orange Line could occur. Mr. McArdle said that the project team would 
consider this suggestion. Mr. Okolowicz noted that a “Medford/Somerville Green Line” 
to “Central Subway Green Line” transfer at North Station might not be popular. He said 
that the newly opened Green Line / Orange Line facility at North Station provides a 
cross-platform transfer between the Green and Orange lines. This would not be available 
to a Green Line service that terminates at the North Station commuter rail platform area. 


Mr. Stiening then asked about the reliability of long transit lines, as reflected by a 
Riverside — West Medford Green Line operation. Mr. Okolowicz noted that the proposed 
Green Line extensions along the railroad corridors would be entirely grade separated (like 
the Riverside branch of the Green Line) which leads to more schedule reliability. He 
added that the schedule reliability associated with the extension of the line to the 
northwest could allow for “recovery” from the delays which typically develop in the 
Central Subway and in the southwest in-street portions system due to traffic, crowding 
and other equipment issues. 


Tom Joyce asked the project team to consider a Green Line tie from Union Square 
into Porter Square to add flexibility. Mr. Okolowicz said the team would consider this. 
Mr. McArdle noted that the right-of-way is tighter on the Fitchburg Line (as compared to 
the Lowell Line) and said that the space would have to be checked. 


John Filoon asked for more details on the process. Mr. McArdle said that the 
project team hopes to be finished with the Tier 1 analysis by the end of the calendar year. 
He hopes the Tier 2 (analytical analysis) would be completed by early 2005. Mr. 


Cosgrove added that the project team is regularly updating the 30-person project 
Advisory Group, whose next meeting will be November 17 from 4-6 PM. 


Nancy Stiening asked if this project is competing with the Blue Line extension 
project. Mr. Cosgrove noted that the Blue Line project is further along in the planning 
process, planning to release the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) in the 
spring. He noted that that project had a champion in Congressman Tierney, who has 
earmarked federal funds. He added that Congressman Capuano has worked closely with 
others to spearhead the effort to obtain Green Line funds. Mr. Cosgrove said that due to 
the fiscal realities of the MBTA, expansion projects need Congressional and 
Commonwealth financing. Then, the MBTA will have to identify how to incorporate the 
operating and maintenance costs of these projects into their Operations budget, a rigorous 
and often lengthy FTA analytical requirement. 


Heather Hoffman asked what the MBTA response would be if the North Point 
developers do not build the new Lechmere Station. Mr. Cosgrove said that the new 
Lechmere Station cost would then have to be absorbed by this project. He noted that 
North Point developers will have to establish an appropriate process to design the new 
station. 


An attendee asked how the project team could design this project without 
knowing the design of the new Lechmere Station. Mr. Cosgrove said that the design of 
the new Lechmere station will have to incorporate the anticipated needs of this project. 
Mr. Okolowicz added that design for this project (Beyond Lechmere] will be developed 
later than the presently scheduled design timeframe for the Lechmere Station. Right now 
the project stations listed (including new Lechmere) are simply being located and spaced 
to determine ridership catchpoints. 


Mr. Joyce asked if Spaulding and Slye owns the parking lot. He asked if the land 
swap would still occur if the development does not happen quickly. Mr. Cosgrove said 
the deal would expire, but he emphasized that the deal is a win-win for both sides. He 
expects the developers will be looking for a time extension. 


Ms. Stiening asked if there was a possibility of leaving the Lechmere Station at 
the current location. Mr. Okolowicz said that leaving it would not be a fatal flaw for any 
of the alternatives, but that it would add cost to the project. He added that the project 
team typically carries contingencies of up to 50 percent in its construction cost estimates 
early in the process due to the potential cost impacts of unanticipated situations like 
these. 


Mr. Joyce asked if some streets in Alternative 4, the TSM alternative, may be too 
small for the buses to operate. He also noted that gridlock already exists on the bus 
routes. Mr. Okolowicz said those things will have to be demonstrated to FTA to show 
why the TSM alternative may not be entirely viable. Mr. Joyce added that he felt that the 
tunnel alternative (1b) was the most expensive and placed an unbelievable burden on 
Somerville. Mr. Okolowicz agreed and added it would also be expensive to maintain and 


operate. He noted that this alternative had been presented in earlier studies and, as a sort 
of “legacy alternative” it is sufficiently distinct to merit inclusion in the initial set of 
alternatives. 


An attendee asked what the timeframe was for the re-opening of the existing 
Lechmere Station. Mr. Cosgrove said it is due to re-open in the Summer of 2005. He 
was asked if there would be service cutbacks once it reopened. Mr. Cosgrove said it 
would go back to the normal schedule. 


A participant asked why Alternative 4 was the Baseline alternative. Mr. 
Okolowicz explained that all other alternatives are measured against this (in terms of 
ridership, operating costs, etc.) to see how they perform against each other. Mr. 
Cosgrove said this is comparison is done, instead of a comparison to a “No Build,” 
because FTA wants to know the true benefit of a build (in this case fixed guideway) 
system. The participant then asked if the funding for the project was coming from federal 
dollars. Mr. Cosgrove said that for any expansion project, the MBTA relies heavily on 
federal dollars so it is critical to use the FTA process and their criteria in case the 
decision is made to apply for federal financing (“New Starts”). He did note that under 
the current Bush Administration standard, the federal government will only finance 50% 
of a project. Mr. Okolowicz noted that the more local funding a project has, the better the 
project competes nationally. Mr. Cosgrove said that the project team would likely spend 
many months with FTA to reach agreement on how to best define the TSM Baseline 
alternative. 


Mr. Stiening asked if operating costs are covered by federal dollars. Mr. McArdle 
said that the project team will have to develop operating and maintenance costs for each 
alternative. Mr. Okolowicz said that during the EIS phase of the project, the MBTA will 
have to submit a “financial feasibility” report to FTA to demonstrate how the operating 
costs can be covered by the MBTA. The federal government typically does not 
contribute to operating costs. 


Ms. Hoffman asked about “current problems” with the Silver Line project. Mr. 
Okolowicz said that unlike the Silver Line extension that is currently under construction, 
these BRT alternatives do not entail complicated tunnel construction or the use of dual 
mode electric buses, etc. He noted that the existing BRT operations on Washington 
Street into Dudley Station have encountered traffic delays due to lack of enforcement 
with respect to parking in bus lanes and at bus stops. For this project, the proposed BRT 
alternatives would be operated on an exclusive right-of-way, which makes the operation 
of alternatives less complex than is the case for in mixed traffic situations. 


Donna Keefe asked why ridership forecasts are blind to mode, noting the 
relatively poor condition and ride quality of buses, plus the likelihood of delays and 
missed trips due to breakdowns and traffic congestion. Mr. Okolowicz noted that the 
MBTA is presently engaged in a major upgrading of its bus fleet. Given the 12 to 15 
year lifespan of a bus, an assumed “next generation” of buses beyond those presently 
being purchased, will be used for the cost and environmental analysis. He added that, 


although “blind” to the mode (bus, rail or train), the ridership forecasting includes issues 
of vehicle capacity, waiting time, boarding time and schedule adherence. Mr. McArdle 
said that the model averages the delays in the roadway system and incorporates them into 
the analysis. Mr. Okolowicz noted that the written analysis of the alternative can include 
issues like service reliability. 


An attendee asked where the funding of the new Lechmere Station was coming 
from. Mr. Cosgrove said if was coming from the North Point project. 


Mr. Cosgrove adjourned the meeting at 8:35PM. 
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